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I think one of the hardest things we deal with these days is isolation.  

On the one hand, we are connected via social media. But using “Zoom” 

and “Facetime” and being online isn’t a real substitute for human contact. 

And you add on top of this the polarization that we live in, and sometimes 

we can all feel quite alone, wondering if anyone is listening or cares. As I 

said last week on Epiphany, our faith holds that God loves all people 

without exception. The problem these days is we are so isolated, but also 

so polarized with people angry at one another, we lose sight of that. But 

what this feast of the Baptism reminds us is that we worship a God who 

loves us that He stands with us, and enters into our pain and struggles. 

And when we do this too, what a difference we can make if, like Jesus 

standing with sinners waiting to be baptized, we strive to truly love others.  

 

Years ago, in an abridged version of the story I share in this week’s bulletin 

column, an unlikely friendship emerged due to a wrong number.  

 

Jennings Burch, a police officer, called a wrong number.  

 

“You got the wrong number!” a husky male voice snapped before the line 

went dead. This was in the days before Caller ID.  
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Curious Jennings called again. “I said you got the wrong number” came the 

voice, and again the receiver clicked in Jennings ear. 

 

Jennings wondered though how could the person on the other end of the 

line know that Jennings had the wrong number. Again, no caller ID at this 

time. Jennings thought to himself that a cop is trained to be curious. And 

concerned. So he dialed a third time. 

 

“Hey, c’mon” the man answered. “Is this you again?” 

 

“Yeah, it’s me” Jennings answered. “I was wondering how you knew I had 

the wrong number before I even said anything.” 

 

“You figure it out!” yelled the man, and the phone slammed down. 

 

Jennings sat there awhile, the receiver hanging loosely in his fingers. He 

called the man back. 

 

“Did you figure it out yet?” he asked. 
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“The only thing I can think of is…nobody ever calls you.” 

 

“You got it!” The phone went dead for the fourth time. Chuckling, Jennings 

called him back. 

 

“What do you want now?” he asked. 

 

“I thought I’d call…just to say hello.” 

 

“Hello? Why?” 

 

“Well, if nobody ever calls you, I thought maybe I should.” 

 

“Okay. Hello. Who is this?”  

At last, Jennings got through. Now he was curious. He told him who he 

was, and he asked who he was. 
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The man identified himself as Adolf Meth. He was 88 years of age, and 

hadn’t had this many wrong numbers in 20 years. Adolf and Jennings both 

shared a laugh. 

 

They talked for 10 minutes. Jennings learned Adolf had no family, no 

friends. Everyone he had been close to had died. Then they found 

something in common: he had worked for the New York City Police 

Department for 40 years. He was an elevator operator. Jennings asked if 

he could call him again. 

 

“Why would you want to do that?” he asked surprised. 

 

“Well, maybe we could be phone friends. Like pen pals.”  

 

He hesitated. “I wouldn’t mind…having a friend again.” His voice sounded a 

bit tentative. 

 

Jennings called Adolf the following afternoon and several days after that. 

Easy to talk with, he related his memories of World Wars I and II, the 

Hindenburg disaster and other historic events. Jennings found him 
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fascinating. He gave him his home and office numbers so he could call him. 

And he did, almost daily. 

 

Jennings thought he was not just being kind to a lonely old man. Talking 

with Adolf was important to him, because he, too, had a big gap in his life. 

Raised in orphanages and foster homes, he never had a father. Gradually, 

Adolf took on a kind of fatherly importance to him. Jennings talked about 

his job and college courses which he attended at night.  

 

Adolf warmed to the role of counselor. While discussing a disagreement he 

had with a supervisor, he told his new friend, “I think I ought to have it out 

with him.” 

 

“What’s the rush?” Adolf cautioned. “Let things cool down. When you get as 

old as I am, you find out that time takes care of a lot. If things get worse, 

then you can talk to him.” 

 

There was a long silence. “You know,” he said softly, “I’m talking to you just 

the way I’d talk to a boy of my own. I always wanted a family and children. 

You’re too young to know how that feels.  
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Actually Jennings wasn’t. Jennings wanted a family and a father, but he 

didn’t say anything for fear he would not be able to hold back the hurt he 

had felt for so long. 

 

One evening, Adolf mentioned his 89th birthday was coming up. After 

buying a piece of fiberboard, Jennings designed a 2 x 5 greeting card with 

a cake and 89 candles on it. He asked all the cops in his office and even 

the police commissioner to sign it. He gathered nearly a hundred 

signatures, and he thought Adolf would get a kick out of it. 

 

They had been talking on the phone for 4 months by that point, so Jennings 

thought this might be a good time to meet face to face. So he decided to 

deliver the card by hand. 

 

He didn’t tell Adolf he was coming. He just drove to his address one 

morning and parked the car up the street from his apartment house. 

 

A postman was sorting mail in the hallway when Jennings entered the 

building. He nodded as Jennings saw the apartment for Adolf on the box - 
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1H, 20 feet away. His heart pounded with excitement, and he went to the 

door. He nocked. No one answered. He nocked harder. The postman 

looked up and said “no one’s there.” When Jennings said he was sure he 

was there, and the postman asked if he was family, he said just a friend. 

But then he said “I’m really sorry, but Mr. Meth died day before yesterday.” 

 

Jennings was in disbelief. He couldn’t answer, wept, but pulled himself 

together and went outside to his car in the late morning sun.  

 

He rounded a corner, and saw a church, and a line from the Old Testament 

lept to his mind: a friend loves at all times. And especially in death, he 

realized.  

 

This brought a moment of recognition. Jennings reflected that often it takes 

some sudden and sad turn of events to awaken us to the beauty of a 

special presence in our lives. Now, for the first time, Jennings sensed how 

very close he and Adolf had become. It had been easy, and he knew this 

would make it even easier the next time with whoever God would put in his 

life. 
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Slowly, he felt the warmth surging through him, as he heard in his mind 

Adolf saying “wrong number” and “why do you want to call again.” 

 

“Because you mattered Adolf,” Jennings said aloud to no one. “Because I 

was your friend.”  

 

Jennings put the unopened birthday card on the back seat of his car and 

got behind the wheel. Before starting the engine, he looked over his 

shoulder. “Adolf,” he whispered, “I didn’t get the wrong number at all. I got 

you.” 

 

In a sense, the message of our God on this feast of the Baptism of the Lord 

is reflected in those words of Jennings, “because you mattered.”  

 

We all know what a baptism is; often celebrated with an infant, the water is 

poured over the head symbolizing a person being claimed for Jesus; the 

candle lit from the Easter candle symbolizing the light of Jesus’ love being 

given to them; the white garment symbolizing the person being part of the 

Christian body. God knows how much we are like Adolf in the sense that 

we need something, namely love. Isaiah says it best, “all you who are 
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thirsty, come to the water! you who have no money, come receive grain 

and eat; come without paying and without cost, drink wine and milk!” And 

this is why the baptism of Jesus is so unique. John’s baptisms were of 

adults seeking repentance and a new way of life. Jesus stands by them, 

the sinners, and that is you and me.  

 

What does this mean? That much like Jennings being with Adolf, God is in 

solidarity with us. God enters into our sin, and He is the Lamb of God. The 

reason we say “Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the world, have 

mercy on us” is because Jesus is the sacrificial lamb, like the lamb offered 

in the ancient temple as a scapegoat bearing the sins of the person who 

brought the lamb there. Jesus has no sins of His own of course, but He 

comes to us to reconcile us to the father. This is all because we are loved.  

 

Sin though can destroy so much. Life had turned Adolf into someone who 

was sad, angry, and lonely. And like Him, life can beat us down. Right now 

so many deal with isolation due to Covid; others deal with isolation due to 

rifts with family and friends or the downward spiral of some sin and shame 

and guilt imprison them. Others are just so angry over politics. But in Jesus, 

we have God Himself who performs a sacrifice on our behalf because He 
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loves us. So what we remember on this feast, and indeed every time we 

come to Communion, is that Jesus stands by us, and we can turn to Him 

with our pains, our struggles, and know that no sin is too great to turn over 

to Him for forgiveness.  

 

But this feast also invites us to think of our own baptism. God comes to us, 

but this requires a response. As we hear in the second reading, we are 

loved, but when we love God we obey his commandments, and that we 

keep his commandments which are not burdensome. All of these come 

down to what Jesus summarizes them as loving God with our whole heart, 

mind and soul and loving our neighbor as ourselves.  

 

What this means is we think about our actions; how do we look at people? 

Jennings would have done nothing wrong if he would have not called back 

that wrong number. But in our world today, we see so much anger. We can 

label over politics, religion; we can vilify; we can gossip and destroy a 

reputation. We tear one another down. We’ve become experts at noticing 

the splinter in our brother’s eye but not the wooden beam in our own. Hate 

can build on itself unfortunately, and we humans put conditions on God’s 
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love. We can also be quick to blame others, but not look in the mirror. So 

what are we going to do about it becomes the question? 

 

Just a couple of practical things, it starts with listening. Adolf hung up the 

phone; Jennings called back but he also listened to Adolf. He didn’t jump to 

a conclusion, but rather was patient. He learned about who Adolf was as a 

person; about his life; about his feelings and the situation he was in. With 

so much anger in our world on both sides, can we listen to one another 

even if we disagree with them? Its why our founders felt so strongly on 

freedom of speech and religion; tolerance is important. Because even if we 

do not agree with someone’s politics, or their religion, or we find we don’t 

like their personality, we need to see them as a fellow human being created 

in God’s image first and foremost.  

 

With that, as I’ve said before, we also need to engage in conversation. In 

Jennings case he conversed with Adolf, but Adolf also gave him much 

including convincing him to be patient with a supervisor. He made a case 

about a course of action Jennings should take and Jennings took it. With all 

going on in the world, when we stand with others like Jesus, we also do 

what love is defined as, namely willing the good of the other. This means 
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speaking our mind and arguing our case; it’s why I’ve mentioned many 

times how important it is to be not afraid. To not be afraid if society or 

others tell you to shut up. To speak out about what we believe from 

defending the unborn to the injustice of racism to the plight of the immigrant 

to marriage as between a man and a woman to balancing a pandemic with 

civil liberties especially the freedom to worship. These issues and so many 

ruffle feathers, but we do not want to be in an echo chamber. Saint 

Stephen’s Day, two weeks ago after Christmas, celebrated the first martyr 

who was stoned for testifying to Jesus and the truth. We have to ask 

ourselves if like Jesus we want to stand with people, and as people who 

are baptized to be a priest, prophet and king, do we also will one another’s 

good by being engaged in the world even when it is highly unpopular or the 

culture says our beliefs our wrong? Are we cowards or do we have 

fortitude? 

 

And lastly, when we stand with people we help them just with our presence. 

This takes commitment. Jennings called Adolf again and again and got to 

know him. This takes many forms; being patient with someone who is 

angry at us from a friend to colleague to our kids; standing with someone 

who is going through a touch situation in life; re-visiting people especially 
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elderly loved ones who maybe can’t get out of the house; supporting 

someone who made a mistake; helping a person with their groceries or 

household chores, or many other things like that. When I think of all the 

things my own parents have done, from helping me to read and ride a bike, 

to doing so much for their parents, to being patient with me and working so 

hard for the family, that commitment is what helped me to discover the 

faith, discover who I am, and discern my vocation. But what a difference we 

can make in the souls of people when we continually work the ground 

where the mustard seed is planted and, with the Holy Spirit, become a 

fisher of men. 

 

Years ago I’d often listen to the Joe Soucheray show on KSTP when it was 

a talk radio station, and he had a little segment called “heres today’s ray of 

hope.” I had one of those moments Friday. I was told a person wanted to 

come in to meet about the Catholic faith; they were from Pakistan. Not 

knowing what to expect, I set up a meeting time. A polite gentleman came 

with his nephew. The gentleman is a finance teacher who goes back and 

forth from the US and Pakistan; his nephew just finished med school. They 

were not looking to convert, but would often go past our church on the trail 

on a bike. And it occurred to them here’s this church, and we know nothing 
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about it. Turns out both are practicing Muslims, and we had a lovely 

conversation for about a half hour about the Muslim faith and the Catholic 

faith; they told me of the mosque they go to off of Robert Trail; we 

exchanged thoughts about what we shared in common and in the process 

learned a little more about one another’s faith. I said when Covid winds 

down, it also might be nice to have someone from the Mosque come to the 

church for a parish event for anyone interested who wanted to learn more 

about what Islam is and what Muslims believe. I’d be happy to do the same 

if invited over there. The ray of hope was in a polarized world where we can 

define so much based on a sound byte or a click or just giving a quick 

description of someone, it was nice to have a conversation with someone 

who was quite different from me in one respect, but then again not too 

different at all in how we are created in God’s image. Hopefully we can get 

to that point where, like Jesus, we stand with one another rather than 

against one another, something we are called to do through our baptism.  


